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Postmodernism:
An Emerging Culture

By Miroslav Pujic
Rapid changes, new worldviews, different value systems,
and a multitude of perspectives
are just a few characteristics
of the present era. This era is
increasingly being called postmodern—indicating that it is
after the modern era with a very
different set of characteristics.
The word postmodern can be
defined as beyond now, as living on the edge with a constant
flow of changes. Perhaps the
most concise literary definition
of postmodernism comes from
Jean-Francois Lyotard, calling it
“incredulity towards metanarratives” (1984:24). Metanarratives
are the overarching stories or
truths that form an umbrella
for everything else in life—like
the existence of Jesus Christ as
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God’s son and his role in the plan
of salvation.
Postmodernism is often
wrongly categorized and mislabeled. Many mix the words
secular, postmodern, pluralist,
and contemporary without realizing that they are not describing the same thing. A secular
person does not believe in God,
whereas a pluralist believes in
many gods or many paths to
truth. A contemporary person
is merely someone living at the
present time, whereas a postmodern individual is far more
complex. Postmoderns in today’s
emerging culture do not necessarily deny that there is a God,
they just do not have a growing
relationship with him. They do
not reject truth, they just are not
sure where to find it or that the
Bible contains it.
Historical Heritage of
Postmodernism
The Enlightenment
Eighteenth century European history is often called the
Enlightenment or the Age of
Reason. Unlike the present,
scientists worked largely within
the culture of Christianity. Empiricists like John Locke, George
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Berkeley, and David Hume left
profound imprints on the development of science within Christianity. Although they did not deny
God, their writings worked to
deepen the wedge between faith
and reason. Fundamental to the
Enlightenment was a questioning attitude. Advancing science
brought complex questions, and
many of these shed doubt on
the assumptions of Christianity. Critical reason became the
scalpel removing “the cancer
of superstition, prejudice and
ignorance” (Lyotard 1984:24).
Gradually, philosophers moved
the quest for truth further and

phers like Hegel and Kierkegaard
broadened the gap between
religion and rational thought,
making religion more and more
a matter of subjective experience
(Schleiermacher 1963; Hegel and
Dyde 2005; Kierkegaard, Hong
and Hong 1992; Feuerbach and
Loos 1873). It was in the wake of
this thought trend that modernism was born.
Modernism generally refers to
Western intellectual history near
the end of the nineteenth century and is called the modernist
experiment because it continued
the trends of the Enlightenment, but to an even greater

The terms postmodern and secular
are often carelessly interchanged without
understanding the huge differences between the two underlying philosophies.
further from its previous ties to
Christian theology and a biblical
basis.
In the nineteenth century
Christian worldview based on
biblical principles was eroded
and transitioned toward skepticism of all religion. Advances
in psychology and sociology by
Sigmund Freud, Ivan Petrovich
Pavlov, and others upset the
conventional view of humanity,
both individually and socially
(Freud and Strachey 2005; Pavlov and Anrep 2003; Durkheim
and Emirbayer 2003; Weber and
Kalberg 2005). Other philosohttps://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol2/iss2/2
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extent, for it largely “rejected the
supernatural” (Fields 1995:5).
After the world wars, holocaust,
genocides, and communism,
absolutes no longer made sense
to many, although people still
longed to solve the question of
truth. The door was thrown wide
open for yet another re-evaluation of the human condition.
Postmodernism
Postmodernism is a reaction
to modernism’s failures, and in
the process rejects universally
applicable truth, and values
tolerance as a paramount virtue
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(“Postmodernism” http://www
.public-domain-content.com/
Architecture/Postmodernism.
shtml). But postmodernism also
has contradictory boundaries
and a system of selective tolerance. Steven Connor says, “What
is striking is precisely the degree
of consensus in postmodernist
discourse that there is no longer
any possibility of consensus, the
authoritative announcements
of the disappearance of final
authority and the promotion
and recirculation of a total and
comprehensive narrative of a cultural condition in which totality
is no longer thinkable” (Connor

displays more open contempt for
metaphysical concepts than does
postmodernism.
The most common misunderstanding about postmodernism
is that it promotes a complete
denial of truth, thus relativizing
everything. Postmodern people,
however, do not deny that there
is truth and objective reality.
They question the ability to distinguish truth from non-truth.
Postmodernism is really a reactionary movement, a back-lash
against the arrogant approach
that modernism took towards
scientific authority and “proof.”

Postmodernism is really a reactionary
movement, a back-lash against the arrogant approach that modernism took towards scientific authority and “proof.”
1998:24). Postmoderns seem to
be absolutely sure that there is
no way to be certain about absolutes.
The terms postmodern and
secular are often carelessly interchanged without understanding
the huge differences between
the two underlying philosophies.
Secularism is defined in The
American heritage dictionary of
the English language as “religious skepticism or indifference”
and is the view that “religious
considerations should be excluded from civil affairs or public
education.” Secularism actually

Main Characteristics of
Postmodernism
Postmodernism says that
there is a sea of many “truths.”
According to The American heritage dictionary postmoderns
tend to believe that there is not
only one way, but plenty of room
for diversity. For postmodernists
religion is the set of rules, traditions, and beliefs that only touch
the mind. Postmodernists are not
interested in organized religion
but in spirituality, which sits at
the top of their list of interests.
In postmodern culture, “there is
no interest in a ‘second-hand’
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God. Each one is a Jacob-become-Israel: a wrestler with God.
The encounter, the experience is
the message” (Sweet 2000:43).
For postmoderns, truth is not
stated but experienced, so before
they integrate with truth, they
want some hands-on experience
with it. This spills over into the
postmoderns’ relationship with
authority, making it difficult to
trust institutional authorities.
Postmoderns are also deeply
image driven, love pictures, movies, illustrations—anything to
feast the eyes on. They are more
abstract in their thinking and
more linear. Postmoderns actually enjoy multi-tasking instead
of concentrating on only one
project at a time such as watching TV while reading a book or
listening to music while doing
their homework.
The modern world was wordbased. Its theologians tried to create
an intellectual faith, placing reason
and order at the heart of religion. . . .
Propositions are lost on postmodern
ears, but metaphor they will hear;
images they will see and understand
(Sweet 2000:86).

They like to maintain control
of their choices, staying interactive and participating in their
world so in any communication
they like to be able to interact
(Miller 1996:43, 44).
Postmoderns also tend to
question everything. Questioning does not mean they do not
approve of what you say, but
even the most logical presentation comes under the scrutiny of
skeptical postmodernists. This
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol2/iss2/2
2/2006

questioning has led to a paradigm shift: objectivity is out,
subjectivity is in. This confusion
of subject and object has earned
postmodernism the label of being
relative.
Postmodernists like stories,
but not jargon. They appreciate
more down to earth language so
that they can relate to it. Therefore, Christian witnesses need to
remove as much religious jargon
as possible and keep their words
simple by trimming down on the
use of Christian vocabulary so
as not to place extra baggage, or
hurdles, or unnecessary barriers for today’s spiritual travelers
(Miller 1996:89).
Postmoderns interpret value
based on results. For the postmodernist, the only value of
an artist’s work is the reaction
created in the audience. Veith
says:
The implication is revealing—the
standard of shock replaces the
standard of beauty. Concepts such
as beauty, order, and meaning are
being challenged by the new aesthetic theories in favor of ugliness,
randomness, and irrationality. The
purpose is not to give the audience
pleasure, but to assault them with
a ‘decentering’ experience. Art becomes defined as ‘whatever an artist
does’ (Veith 1991:21).

Never in the history of Christianity has truth been more under
attack, not just the truthfulness
of certain biblical propositions,
but the very existence of truth as
a possibility. Believers must not
give in to this manipulation. Ron
Mayers points out:
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The individual who says he is a
Christian, but does not live like a
Christian, actually gives the lie to
his own testimony. Unfortunately,
unbelievers interpret this contradiction as an indication of the absence
of truth in the claims of Christianity
(Mayers 1984:58).

This postmodern world is
returning to a pre-print form of
communications. Christianity
must rediscover the significance
of oral forms of communication through the restoration
of worship as a drama to be
experienced, and draw once
again from the insights of medieval visual communication.

different for each person—I’m
okay, and you’re okay. So, what
is good for you is not necessarily
good for me or vice versa. The
natural inclination is that all
faiths and worldviews contain
elements of truth. Postmoderns are also extremely holistic,
believing in the integrity of life.
One cannot be a great faithful preacher behind the pulpit
and then unfaithful to one’s
spouse or appear as an honest
politician or manager and then
provide dishonest, misleading
information.
Postmodernists are very altruistic and keen to help other

The core of postmodernism is that
truth and morals are different for each
person—I’m okay, and you’re okay.
Multi-sensory communication
requires that worship in the
church engage people’s hearts,
minds, souls, and strength.
Engagement in worship involves
varying styles and forms, but
is focused on actively drawing
in and involving individuals.
Right now and in the immediate
future, the shift is from reason
to mystery, individualism to
community, and print to symbol
(Kimball 2004:73-95).
Core Values of
Postmodernism
The core of postmodernism
is that truth and morals are

people, not just locally but
globally as well (Long 2004:46).
This is evidenced in their environmental concern about our
planet. They are also known
for their creative and aesthetic
sensibilities.
Postmodernists stress the
importance of authentic community and are deeply relational.
They are “yearning for togetherness that inspires the oft-heard
postmodern motifs of pluralism and tolerance” (McLaren
2000:164). Making friends and
being a friend is the priority in
life.
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Challenges for Mission
in the Postmodern Era
Before us lies a new world—a
world nearly empty spiritually,
which makes it hungry and thirsty
for good spiritual bread and wine. It
is a world hostile to dogmatism but
ready to be sown with good seeds of
vibrant, living faith. If we as Christians do not fill the need, someone
else will (McLaren 2000:171).

In spite of its many positive
qualities, postmodernism poses
a significant threat to organized
Christianity. Since Christianity
is a metanarrative in every sense
of the word, it naturally stands
in opposition to the secular,
postmodern systems. Some have
seen this threat as a reason to
drastically revise the Christian
message. In one swift move Don
Cupitt has dubiously reinterpreted Christianity in what he refers
to as “poetical theology.”  
The function of poetical theology
is not to give us any esoteric information or to save us from anything,
but simply to ennoble our life. We
may therefore reinterpret Christian
doctrine as being a sacred poetry of
divine love, love that takes human
form in Christ, love that is entirely
content to burn, burn out and pass
away (Cupitt 1998:228).

The most significant challenge to Christian evangelism
in the postmodern age is how
to represent Christianity as relevant while upholding its most
fundamental tenets. Granted,
the gospel is relevant to postmodern humanity and it should
be presented as such. But there
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol2/iss2/2
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is a very real possibility that attempts at contextualization and
relevance could make the message absolutely absurd.
For if God, like a cosmic Mr.
Rogers, ‘loves you just the way you
are,’ demanding neither faith nor
obedience, then why bother with
Christianity? There is no point to the
gospel if there are no sins to forgive.
If all religions and no religion lead
to God, one might just as well watch
television” (Cupitt 1998:228).

But that having been said,
postmodernism does present
opportunities for evangelism as
well.
Opportunities for Mission
in the Postmodern Era
With the demise of the absoluteness of human reason and
science, the supernatural is once
again open to consideration.
Since spirituality is seen as
closely connected to supernatural experience, Christians who
have experience with the Holy
Spirit have a great opportunity
to make friends among secular
postmoderns and share the story
of God who miraculously interacts in daily life.
Intuition and emotions is another way for postmodernists to
discover the truth. As they experience various spiritual encounters, they will integrate a new lifestyle when they find something
they like. Invitation to “taste and
see that the Lord is good” is the
message of the gospel.
People long to belong. Modernism created lonely people
seeking for honest friendships.
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Pubbing (on Friday evenings) and
clubbing (on Saturday evenings)
suggest that people need people.
Christianity offers supportive
communities that can help lonely
people discover the meaning of
life as a disciple of Jesus.
Given the research available,
it can be concluded that as our
world shifts toward postmodernism, the church must adopt
methods that will attract the
secular postmodern mind if it is
to fulfill its purpose. Years ago
Dr. Richard Halverson said:
Dogmatism and faith are not
identical! Dogmatism is like stone.
Faith is like soil. Dogmatism refuses
to admit doubts. Faith often strug-

the postmodern setting. So while
relational evangelism is best,
Christian witnessing methods
cannot be dishonest or misleading. Christianity’s truth applies
to all ages and to all places.
The gospel will never become
irrelevant as long as there are
hurting people who need to find
peace in the divine gift of salvation. The danger is very real that
as Christians seek to increase
church membership and make
the gospel relevant they may
overlook the fact that it already
is. The gospel will never become
irrelevant as long as there are
hurting people who need to find
peace in the divine gift of salva-

Christians must live out their faith
in walking shoes.
gles with doubt. . . . Dogmatism is
a tunnel. Faith is a mountain peak.
. . . Dogmatism insists on proposition. Faith knows Christ. Dogmatism
generates bigotry. Faith stimulates
understanding (1978:50).

This does not mean that the
Christian witness should dilute
the message of Scripture in an
attempt to entertain. Rather
Christian witness should refocus
its witnessing strategy on following the example of Jesus Christ
in stressing the importance of
knowing Christ in relationship
and community.
Christianity’s claim of having
absolute truth as revealed in the
Bible is bound to be unpopular in

tion. Scripture must never be
compromised or obscured by
any evangelistic methodology
preoccupied with growth at any
price or obsessed with numbers
of baptisms. Instead Christian
witnesses must remain focused
on individuals and their needs
for relationship, for support, and
for nurture.
To effectively reach the emerging postmodern generation Christians must return to the basics:
living out biblical principles in
plain view of the unchurched
people in the community, developing authentic friendships, caring for the practical needs of people, and giving each new disciple
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an opportunity to believe through
belonging. Christians must live
out their faith in walking shoes.
“It is this kind of faith that postmoderns can accept—no, are
attracted to—no, are dying for”
(McLaren 2000:169).
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